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Taking AProblem-Based
Learning Approach To
Journalism Education
Debates over the most appropriate way in which journalism education
might bedelivered continues unabated in Australian journalism schools.
Regular users of the Journalism Education Association's electronic
discussion group, JEANET (jeanet@uow.edu.au) will bewellaware of
thetenor of the debate which has ranged from assertions about theevils
of cultural studies - however it is defined - to claims as to which
array of subjects should be part of every journalism program in
Australia. This article describes a problem-based learning approach to
journalism education being used over the past two years at Griffith
University's Nathan Campus in Brisbane.

Michael Meadows
Griffith University· Queensland

ournalism practitioners continue to insist that they merely reflec.
reality -- they argue, just read the letters to the editor columns;
or listen to talkback radio; or look at the ratings of commercial
television current affairs' programs. Under the guise ofjournalism,
television current affairs programs aim to entertain with their
blatant commercially-driven agendas, delivering audiences to
advertisers. But they bring into disrepute the practice ofjournalism,
dragging all journalists down to their level. It might help to explain
why reporters in Australia in recent years have consistently scored
a credibility rating around that of politicians and real estate agents
(Schultz, 1994). Commercial television current affairs programs
lurch uneasily between claims of high audience ratings or a reliance
on journalistic ethics to justify their often questionable practices
(Turner, 1996). They, like other media, are inextricably part of the
processes which construct reality and processes which are
identified as journalism.
Antonio Cramsci's Cultural Writings provide an insight into
the ideological role of the media in the organisation and
manufacture of consent -- and the specific role of journalism in
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Theorising
Journalism

this process. Gramsci describes the importance of the press,
comprising"publishing houses, political newspapers, periodicals
of every kind" , as the most dynamic part of an ideological structure
(Gramsci, 1988,p. 380-381). He acknowledges that it takes its place
alongside other cultural institutions -- cultural organisations,
schools, universities, clubs and associations, family and sexual life,
churches and religions, ethnically specific organisations -- which
influence public opinion (Hall, 1986, p. 26).
Gramsci outlined a practical series of strategies for using
publications to entice a particular set of readers to transform ideas
from simple commonsense into" coherent and systematic thought"
(Gramsci, 1988, p. 385). Mercer likened Gramsci's idea of
hegemony to cultural resource management" - an important
concept which I have adopted for this article. This implies a need
to focus on genre - or the ways in which cultural products like
the media are offered up through sets of cultural practices, like
journalism, and used by audiences (Mercer, 1989,p. 11). Applying
this framework, news stories, for example, have become the subject
of a different set of instructions for usage than a feature film.
News journalists have always claimed for themselves a
privileged position as bearers of truth and objectivity" r and thus
journalism becomes an important cultural form where a process
of cultural management takes place. Benedict Anderson, too,
recognised the role of journalism in the process of 'imagining' who
we are as a society. He proposed that the modem nation is "an
imagined political community - imagined because the members
of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellowmembers, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of
each lives the image of their communion" (Anderson, 1984, p. 15).
He asserts that the concepts of nationalism emerged through the
convergence of capitalism and print technology, particularly, the
role of journalism (Anderson, 1984, p. 49, 65).
Attempts to theorise journalism through examination of
the nature of its practices are many and varied. There are those
which define journalism through the notion of news values and
how these are constructed and perceived (Cans, 1980). Others
argue that journalists' activities and those of their organisations
need emphasis in understanding how they define norms at the
same time as they invoke and apply them. Tuchman's notion of
"news as frame" highlights a more dynamic notion of journalism
which incorporates the political and professional (Tuchman, 1978).
Interestingly;. journalists have as much difficulty as academics in
defining journalism as a concept. Journalists themselves seem
unable to consistently define news, yet rely on the term to explain
their choices. Television producers, for example, see availability
of good vision as a prime determinant and seem to rely on a
Jf
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definition of news which focuses on what has happened since the
last telecast (O'Hara, 1984).

Journalists might be described as responding variously to
the needs of the powerful, as moral and social guardians, as
storytellers, and perhaps most importantly, as constructors of
nation and state in 'managing the symbolic arena' (Cans, 1980, p.
290). Theoretical approaches which consider communication as
a product of societal structures include those which examine the
relationship of the media and political economy. They generally
reject the notion that communication determines "what kind of
society we are going to have", pursuing a line of investigation
which involves relations between media owners and the capitalist
class and between ownership and control of communication. They
also insist on an examination of processes through which the
dominant ideology is translated and an analysis of the economic
base of the production of cultural form - or ideological
production (Murdock and Golding, 1977, p. 13). The market
becomes the main determining factor for production.
In their extensive study of the media's participatory role
in winning consent for a particular interpretation of "mugging"
in the UK in the 1970s,Stuart Hall et al examined journalism from
a number of perspectives: the bureaucratic organisation of news
organisations; the structure of news values (determining story
selection and ordering); and perhaps most importantly for this
discussion, news story construction and the nature of professional
ideologies at work (Hall et al, 1978). The perception many
journalists have of themselves as undefined professionals sets the
scene for the enshrining of dominant ideas into the professional
ideology.
Empirical studies have identified what are claimed as
"professional attitudes" amongst journalists in Australia and the
USAbut there seems a tenuous connection between attitude and
practice (Henningham, 1988; Turner, 1994). Most journalists
appear to care little about the state of their profession. Although
there have been calls for, and some success in introducing, charters
of editorial independence - another attempt at professionalism
- there is continuing insecurity of employment as a result of the
great concentration of control (Bowman, 1988; Chadwick, 1989).
The release in 1995 of the revised Media Entertainment Arts
Alliance (MEAA) Code of Ethics at least sparked some debate on
this important issue but much of this remained in Australia locked
within prescribed limits, often focusing on detail of particular
wording rather than the big picture. The issue of professionalism
as it relates to such a code remains problematic.
AsiaPacific MediaEducator, Issue No.3, July-December 1997
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One of the most enduring approaches to theorising
journalism relies on the notion of professionalism and its
prescribed ethical codes, which it is assumed, will empower
journalists with the wisdom to make the right judgments on behalf
of their audiences (Henningham, 1988; Millett, 1989; Pearson,
1991). Some define journalism as sets of practices taught "as a
profession" by "professionals" enabling graduates, too, to be able
to see themselves as "professionals" (Pearson, 1991, p. 107). This
assumes that professionalism, however it is defined, can be
somehow automatically endowed upon all who make it to the
tertiary education sector.
Other more empirical approaches take into account
journalists' professional attitudes and self-perception as a defining
characteristic. Some have even suggested a "professional
orientation scale" to measure the degree of such" professionalism".
Australian journalists themselves rate self-development very
highly on such a scale,and on this basis, some argue that Australian
journalists can be regarded as having a professional outlook
(Henningham, 1988, pp. 86-87). Reducing such ideological
questions to a scale is highly problematic.
There is a considerable body of literature challenging the
notion of 'professionalism' (Carr and Kemmis, 1986, pp. 7-8). Other
theorists have been critical of the way in which journalism is
defined through its claims to professionalism. Some even
conclude, perhaps cynically, that "professionalisation", as it is
constructed within the discourse of journalism, has little to offer,
having fostered a set of anti-intellectual and anti-ethical social
practices.
The great danger in modern journalism is one of a
professional orientation to an audience: the belief, usually implicit,
that the audience is there to be informed, to be educated, to be
filled with the vital information and knowledge whose nature,
production and control rests with a professional class. This
knowledge is defined, identified and presented based upon canons
of professional expertise over which the audience exercises no real
judgment or control. And in this new client-professional
relationship that emerges the same structures of dependency are
developed that typify the relations of doctors, lawyers and social
workers to their clients. (Carey, 1980, p. 5)
Uncritically embracing a cult of professional expertise
makes practitioners accountable to a peer organisation rather than
to the community. Social, political and class-based commitments,
then, become subsumed (Said, 1993, p. 389). But because
professionalism as a concept is central to the notion of journalism,
it seems unlikely that it will be abandoned. In this sense, perhaps
its meaning needs to be re-negotiated to encompass such important
AsiaPacific MediaEducator, Issue No.3, July-December 1997
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notions as greater accountability to community in terms of the
media's role as an important cultural resource. If the meaning of
professionalism is to be extended, journalism education becomes
a crucial site.

Journalism education has a key role to play in offering
experiences and learning situations which go beyond the narrow
realm of the reporter in a reconstructed newsroom. In short,
journalism education's links to the academy might be usefully
reviewed and strengthened to ensure students experiences are
not confined to a long string of journalism - specific subjects
which serve primarily to narrow their knowledge base and their
employability.
Journalism courses within the tertiary sector in Australia
remain enigmatic in how they imagine their relationship with the
academy. Many remain associated with the tertiary sector under
sufferance, while others have adapted the very best elements
academic programs offer and incorporated these into a journalism
major or a degree. An inquiry into the nature of academic training
for journalists at the University of Queensland recommended that
the best way of achieving this was to study disciplines from which
journalism emerged - history, literature, political science and
sociology (Fell, 1987, p. 10).
North American thinking, too, seems aligned with this
approach, particularly two North American reports into the state
of journalism education there. Both reports - Oregon report of
1984 and a 1989 follow-up study carried out jointly by the
Association for Education in Journalism and Mass
Communication (AEJMC) and the Association of Schools of
Journalism and Mass Communication (ASJMC) - concluded
North American journalism schools were having only modest
success (Adam, 1991). They tended to mirror the kinds of
newsroom practices of the media themselves rather than
encourage a more critical framework within which students might
make their own judgments.
Canadian journalism academic Stuart Adam is critical of
this narrow conception of the journalist as a reporter, arguing the
need to use disciplines like history, philosophy, literature, political
science and English to provide students with the skills of
journalism. This throws into question the appropriateness of
journalism itself as a basis or a medium for education.
Adam describes journalism as a set of practices which
entails expressing a judgment on the importance of an issue,
engaging in reporting, adopting words and metaphors, solving a
narrative puzzle", and assessing and interpreting information
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(Adam, 1988, p. 9). He argues that the first step is to develop a
theory of journalism by investigating it as a method of expression
and communication which takes place in a variety of different
settings, arguing that this approach does not "eliminate" mass
communication or the mass media from study but "locates" them
(Adam, 1989, p. 73).
A second step, according to Adam, is to incorporate
elements of academic culture into journalism education. This
would not weaken them but rather the converse. Thus journalists
in doing work, take part in a sequence of processes - their ability
to do this effectivelyand efficiently mirrors the standard and nature
of their education and training. A problem-based approach to
journalism education seems to offer one way of achieving this.
The thrust of Adam' 5 argument is that the fields of journalism professional practice, ethics, communication and society,
communication theory and law, for example, need to be integrated
as different approaches to the same subject.
Calls for a review of journalism education and the need for
accreditation of courses have been around for quite a while. And
different models, too, have existed for as long as journalism
education itself. But the very notion of placing journalism amongst
the liberal arts faculties has itself caused problems, and continues
to do so. I suggest that a similar history dogs our own attempts at
journalism education in Australia. How many journalism
educators can honestly claim their program rests
unproblematically within the academic disciplines which
surrounds it?
The problem is partly of our own making. Journalism has
traditionally been seen as a non-academic craft, more closely
aligned with vocational education. In Canada, for example, it is
taught at universities and community colleges -- loosely the
equivalent to the Technical and Further Education (TAFE) system
in Australia. While this might enrage some of us, how do we
argue that journalism belongs elsewhere? Have we argued our
case strongly enough? If journalism programs can exist in an
almost stand-alone status, why bother to align them with
universities at all?
It is crucial to maintain the university link because of the
enormous storehouse of knowledge and range of experiences
available to students. So it seemed logical to enlist the available
resources and to incorporate journalism into academia, rather than
tacking it onto the periphery where it would remain marginalised.
Toenable this to happen smoothly, the Griffith journalism program
is structured to be flexible as possible, and small (in subject
offerings). This approach sees journalism education as offering a
focus for other disciplines rather than competing with them (Parisi,
94
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1992, p. 10; Adam, 1989, p. 73).
A recent survey of first year Arts students at Griffith
University revealed that the biggest attraction for them was the
flexibility within the Bachelor of Arts. But it also revealed that the
vast majority identified practically-orientated programs like
journalism and screen production as their preferred choice of focus.
Clearly, such programs enable students to direct attention to
acquiring sets of skills and practices and applying them to various
problems. Many students openly admit to choosing the 'handson' courses because, they assume, they will avoid 'theory'. This
reveals another problem which journalism educators need to do
more to resolve.
While many programs include 'theory' subjects alongside
the practical workshops, few have successfully combined the two.
If students write an essay (theory) within a practically-orientated
subject, there is little incentive for them to make explicit connections
between what they write -- and what they do in gathering
information for their story. This was another problem I was keen
to solve in designing the Griffith program.
What such an approach demands of journalism educators
is that we formalise what we know; that we organise, reflect and
comment on our array of standards and methods to enable this
knowledge to be efficiently and thoughtfully transmitted (Adam
1989,p. 76). So how might this be done? Adam suggests we need
to think about Journalism Studies as an organisational determinant
rather than as comprising separate fields such as professional
practices, ethics, communication and society, theory and law. He
suggests five organisational sub-fields of Journalism Studies (1989,
pp.77-78):
• Meaning - this refers to the need for analysis of the
intentions and goals of journalism. Adam interprets this as
including a philosophy of journalism which "speaks" to the
conscious intentions of journalists. This might include study of
the history of the idea of freedom of expression, for example, or of
moral or ethical claims made on behalf of journalism. It means
situating journalism within a broader range of knowledge from
which journalism might draw;
• Operations - this includes the range of professional
practices such as newsgathering, newswriting, desktop publishing.
Adam sees this as the equivalent of clinical work in medical
education. It includes law, ethics, current affairs, and makes
important links with disciplines such as political science, literature,
economics and law;
• Media Studies - involves examining the work of scholars,
some of whom may not be journalists, who theorise the relationship
between journalism!communication processes and social and
AsiaPacific Medtaliducatat; Issue No.3, July-December 1997
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political effects. This might mean enabling student access to a
broad range of critical and theoretical approaches to journalism
and its products;
• Criticism - thoughtful reflections on the moral, technical,
intellectual and artistic achievements of journalists. This might
be achieved by encouraging students to reflect on their own
newsgathering practices and to make direct connections to broader
theoretical critiques; and
• Methodology - a self-conscious development and
evaluation of the methods by which we create knowledge. In
practice, this might mean encouraging students to pay more
attention to self-reflexivity and to incorporate this into their array
of journalistic operations.
It is important to see these elements linked intimately. It
makes no sense to talk about methodology which seeks to
encourage reflexive activities in isolation from practices. The next
problem to solve was how best to design and deliver a program
which incorporated these elements in an interesting and innovative
way. Traditional approaches to teaching at tertiary level - the
lecture/tutorial/workshop approach - seemed to offer limited
opportunities to engage students more actively in the learning
process.
I wanted, too, to get away from a journalism program which
relied on excessive workloads which achieve a "surface" or
"reproductive" approach to learning (Biggs, 1990; Trigwell and
Prosser, 1991; Ramsden, 1992). "Deep" approaches to learning
are most likely when students are interested in a subject or an
assessment item for their own sake. This can be done by drawing
on the most topical assessment questions (perfect for journalism)
and being prepared to negotiate the exact nature of assessment
items with students (Lafferty. 1996, p. 40; Ramsden, 1992, p. 67).
Adopting a traditional teaching model might well have
enabled positive learning outcomes. However, the "real life'
experience and problem-solving methodology used in problembased learning (PBL) seemed to offered greater potential. PBL
offers students the opportunity to learn in "real life" situations.
The essential elements of PBL seem ideally suited to the
pedagogical needs of an approach to journalism education
suggested by Adam: enabling students to learn problem-solving
skills or judgement; situating them in 'real life' learning
environments; and incorporating reflection on their activities into
the overall learning methodology.
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The Journalism program at Griffith is a major within either
a BA (Communication) or a generic BA. There are four skillsbased prerequisites students are required to complete in their first
year before they qualify for entry to the journalism major in their
second year of study. These subjects introduce students to various
forms of communication - writing, speaking and research, along
with information technologies such as the Internet. This means
that students entering the program can usually write well, and
have critical academic research skills. To complete the major,
students must do 60 credit points of journalism subjects induding
four core second year subjects - Introduction to Professional
Writing; Topics in Ethics; News and Information Gathering; and
Media Law and Ethics.
Tocomplete the major, students then choose 20 credit points
from an array of three third year subjects - Broadcast Journalism;
Writing for Journalism; and News and Current Affairs Production.
If students elect to do all available journalism subjects (excluding
prerequisites), it will comprise slightly more than one third of their
degree. If they elect to complete the minimum required for a major
(60 credit points), then this makes up one-quarter of a three year
undergraduate degree.
The aim of the program is to provide a focus for students,
articulating with other majors of their choice. Students in the
journalism program are commonly doing other majors such as
Media Studies, Cultural Studies, Gender Studies, Science,
Environmental Science, Law, Asian Studies, Justice
Administration, Drama, Marketing, Economics, Public Policy, and
Screen Production. All subjects which make up the journalism
major are offered in flexible mode. This means any form of subject
delivery which does not adopt a traditional lecture / tutorial!
seminar model. None of the seven journalism subjects uses lectures
and two (Topics in Ethics and Media Law and Ethics) can be
completed without regular campus attendance. These subjects
are offered in resource-based mode where students who enrol
receive a Study Guide linking texts and a readings' dossier.
They are supported by six problem-based tutorials in a
semester along with three plenary sessions where keynote
speakers debate issues with students and with each other. Another
key method applied here is to encourage students to form small
study groups to enable peer learning and support. At the time of
writing, we are triaIling videoconferencing technology linking
Griffith campuses in Brisbane and the Gold Coast for these plenary
sessions. This is in preparation for offering the journalism major
in 1998simultaneously across three Griffith University campusesNathan, the Gold Coast, and the new Logan campus (in Logan
City 30 Ian south of Brisbane).
AsiaPacific MediaEducator, Issue No.3, July-December 1997

Griffith
Journalism
Program

97

MICHAEL MEADOWS: TakingAProblem-Based Learning ...

ProblemBased
Learning

Problem-based Learning or PBL is a method of "learning
by discovery" used by Plato. A version using a case study
approach was adopted by the Harvard Business School in the
1930s but PBL in its recognised form had its genesis in a North
American medical school in the 1950s (Alavi 1995, p. 4; Schmidt
1984). PBL has been adopted widely, particularly by the health
sciences - medicine, nursing, physiotherapy - but it is also used
as a teaching and learning methodology by other disciplines such
as architecture, engineering, social work, mathematics, law,
optometry, metallurgy and geography (Alavi 1995, p. 4;Baud, 1985,
cited in Sadlo; Oxford Centre for Staff Development 1992).
Most of us have presented our students with problems to
solve for years. How is this approach so different? We all acquire
knowledge in various ways but many of us do this by relating
new ideas to our existing knowledge and understanding (Ross
1995, p. 178). An extension of this is that real understanding of
issues and learning comes about by applying existing knowledge
to problems which are as close to "real life" situations as possible.
This taps into the idea of learning as an active process, hence
the emphasis on the need to instil in our students a culture of life
long learning (Ross 1995, p. 179;Orr 1994, p. 88; Ellyard 1995, p.
25; Southern Illinois University School of Medicine 1997a). In
addition, people learn by reflecting on their experiences (Ross
1995, p. 180; Cunningham 1993,p. 94). These elements are drawn
together in the PBL process. Alavi (1995, p. 2) explains that it is
possible to see three common threads running through
descriptions of PBL:
• There must be a clear purpose with regard to an area of
study - to integrate theory and practice - so as to produce
understanding and action.
• There is an educational process carefully considered and
designed to achieve this; and
• The process is itself content specific and reflects the
process which led to the generation of knowledge in the first place.
A PBL course requires students to acquire important
knowledge as they tackle problematic situations, thus reflecting
the real way in which knowledge is generated in the world. It
offers a more tentative definition of knowledge, challenging
notions that knowledge is certain and based on firm, easily
identifiable tenets (Alavi, 1995, p. 2). The key to PBLis good subject
and course design. Selection of problems is geared towards
encouraging students to think creatively, intelligently, critically
and sensitively. It is different to case study approaches where
their didactic elements tend to divert attention away from selfdirected learning.
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Problem-based courses rely on students making greater use
of their existing knowledge to gain new knowledge and
understanding (Alavi, 1995, p. 3; Katz 1995). The role of the
facilitator is crucial here in encouraging students to identify the
extent of their own knowledge in an environment which, too often,
places an over-emphasis on students' lack of knowledge. A PBL
subject does not begin with lectures. It may include, at a later
time, some keynote lectures identified by students as necessary to
advance their understanding, but generally, the PBLprocess begins
with a tutorial where students are presented with a problem. On
the very first day of a journalism program we present students
with their first problem: Write a 250 word news story, suitable for
a community newspaper, about a newsworthy aspect of Griffith
University. "But we don't know what a news story looks like,"
they cry. "And what does" newsworthy" mean anyway?" And so
the process of problem-solving begins.
PBLdoes not rely on an ad hoc approach to problem-solving.
There is a distinct process through which the facilitator guides
students to enable the learning process to take place (Katz 1995).
Many students who have not used this approach to learning before
experience a high level of anxiety and must be encouraged to
persevere. Most come from learning experiences where lecturing,
in its crudest form, is seen as filling up" empty vessels (students)
with knowledge - the expert vs novice model which encourages
"surface" learning (Cunningham 1993, p. 95; Ramsden, 1992, pp.
137-138). PBLchallenges this approach to learning which is most
often shallow and ineffective unless students reinforce it with
further work. It is also challenging for facilitators, especially those
who are used to telling students how to do things and what to do
to become a journalist. Facilitation is a process which relies more
on directing students to the resources which will enable them to
discover the answers for themselves. The aim is to encourage
students to take charge of their own learning. This move towards
independence can be disarming for some who are used to
maintaining a tight control over the learning process.
An initial two-hour PBL tutorial might be followed by a
period of self-directed learning where students, working in small
groups of 5-7 students, can pursue the issues they have identified
in the formal sessions. They meet again in a PBL tutorial a week
later to re-visit the problem and to work through sub-problems
they may have identified. A further period of self-directed learning
is followed by a plenary session where all students in the subject
come together for an interactive session with industry practitioners
or experts in the topic area they are studying. The PBL process is
designed to produce students who will:
• Engage a challenge with initiative and enthusiasm;
fI
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• Reason effectively, accurately and creatively from an
integrated, flexible and usable knowledge base;
• Monitor and assess their own adequacy to achieve a
desirable outcome;
• Address their own perceived inadequacies in knowledge
and skills efficiently and effectively; and
• Collaborate effectively as a member of a team working
to achieve a common goal (Southern Illinois University School of
Medicine 1997b).
In practice, a PBL processing framework for students has
five key elements - clarifying the nature of the problem;
articulating initial responses based on existing knowledge;
identifying what needs to be learned to resolve it; identifying
possible sources of information; and determining how group
members will organise their time in researching and sharing
information with colleagues. The framework (Figure 1) was
developed by Cooke and Alavi (1995, pp. 13-29) and I have
modified it for use in the Griffith University journalism program.
PBL relies heavily on group work to encourage peer
learning. Teaching others is one of the best ways to learn (Ross
1995,p. 180). Understanding, too, develops when students explore
each other's ideas. This is one of the fundamental tenets supporting
group work (Ross 1995, p. 180). It enables students to develop
negotiating skills and more importantly, enables peer learning to
take place. While a group of 5-7 students might work on a
particular issue, there is nothing to prevent individuals from
submitting their own version of the story after the group has
worked through the key elements collectively. The framework aims
to develop students' problem-solving skills in relation to aspects
of journalism practice. From day one in the program, students
begin work on solving"real life" problems faced by journalists in
the "finding, reporting, description and assessment of things in
the here and now" (Adam 1988, p. 8).
Students, both individually and in groups, learn by working
through a series of modules which identify important areas of
concern as well as the skills required by practising journalists. A
module, usually running over 3-4 weeks, concludes with a plenary
session where all students and guest speakers meet for a forum on
the module topic. Students submit their assignment -- a news/
feature story along with a short reflective summary (250-500 words)
of the practices they used to put it together -- after the plenary
session. The cycle continues throughout the semester.
The assessment items are linked directly with this learning
process. Students prepare either individually or in groups of two
or three, a news / current affairs story appropriate to the topic they
100
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have been researching. Students are judged on their ability to learn
and to apply a range of skills relating to real world issues. Along
with this news/ current affairs story, they research and submit a
group reflective summary of the practices they have applied to
their own particular newsgathering/ problem-solving exercise.
This summary of around 250 words includes references to prior
research into journalistic practices and their implications. The aim
is to encourage students to make direct connections between
theoretical writings and their own experiences. As a learning
strategy, it has been very successful. Students are also encouraged
to self-assess their work before submitting it. (See Figures 2 & 3
for a series of assessment criteria).
The modular or case-study approach enables students to
focus their learning. Modules we have developed focus on a range
of topics, including: Newsgathering and writing, Community
Media, Reporting Indigenous Affairs, Reporting Multicultural
Affairs, Young people and community crime, Feature Writing and
Investigative Methods, Desktop Publishing, and International
Affairs. Each module includes a statement of learning goals,
concepts and issues dealt with by the particular topic area, the
problem students must address-conceiving, researching,. gathering,
writing, and reflecting on a news story and journalism practicesalong with a list of available resources such as journal articles,
books, and web page addresses.

I initiated this approach in 1997 to expose third year
broadcast journalism students to a more realistic learning
environment. This entailed designing a five day skills-based
intensive program prior to the start of first semester. The aim was
to enable the 46 final year broadcast journalism students to spend
the semester applying the skills they had learned in the intensive
program. The schedule was designed so that each day had a
specific learning outcome or task, matched by a module with
details of learning goals, concepts and issues, the problem (writing
a story; conducting an interview), and a list of resources. I included
supporting notes with each module but these were handed out
only after students had worked through the main problems
themselves first. Assessment items coincided with daily tasks.
In addition, student groups (5-6) submitted a reflective
summary of their own experiences linked to prior research findings
about the nature of broadcast journalism and its practices. Along
with this research piece, students submitted a portfolio of five
assessment items one week after the conclusion of the intensive.
This made up 50 per cent of student assessment for the semester.
AsiaPacific Medialiducatot; issue No.3. July-December 1997
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Plenary sessions enabled students to interact and to problem-solve
in small and larger groups, as well as to interact with industry
guests. The program included several two-hour computer
laboratory sessions writing broadcast stories in "real time". The
remainder of students' assessment for the semester included
preparation of a further group-based reflective summary, based
on their semester experiences, along with another portfolio of
either radio or television news! current affairs stories.
The intensive approach helps avoid the problem of having
to backtrack to some extent when teaching skills on a weekly basis.
Another advantage is for staff involved who can concentrate their
teaching efforts into a short period before semester, and monitor
student activity for the remainder -- a more flexible use of time.
Alongside this intensive approach, selected students took up work
placement with Optus Vision's community TVchannel, Local Vision.
As a result, they set up a news and current affairs schedule at the
channel from scratch, and have continued to maintain this during
Semester II as interns.

Intensive
Learning
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Meticulous planning is crucial to successful outcomes with
PBL (Alavi 1995, pp. 38-51). A book edited by Christine AlaviProblem-based Learning in a Health Sciences Curriculum provided an invaluable source of examples and inspiration when
doubts crept in. Much of the work involved in designing a PBL
course must be completed well before the first students arrive in a
tutorial room.
PBLsubjects running alongside others taught in traditional
mode might be more difficult to sustain but it is worth the effort
(Margetson, Cooke & Don 1995). It is important throughout to
maintain close contact with students, especially in the first three
or four weeks of a new PBLsubject. The experience has convinced
me that this approach is as suitable for journalism education as it
has proved to be for others who claim their place in the community
alongside journalists as professionals.
The approaches to teaching at Griffith University are not
new. But they have not, as yet, been Widely used (if at all) to teach
journalism. If we accept that journalism education and training
involves encouraging students to learn the skills of journalism judgment, reporting, use of words, solving a narrative puzzle,
assessing and interpreting - then training them in the very process
of problem-solving must contribute to this expectation.
Intensive PBLapproaches allow students to skill-up quickly
so that they can spend more time actually applying these skills to
real life situations -- and learning far more effectively in the
AsiaPacific MediaEducator, Issue No.3, July-December 1997
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process. Intensive modes may not suit all subject areas. Where
reflection or sequential thinking over a long period is necessary
for learning, other approaches may be more appropriate. But in
the so-called 'hands-on' journalism subjects, there seems to be a
great opportunity for extending intensive sessions for the reasons
I have already outlined. Disadvantages include dealing with large
enrolments. It may involve re-orientating sessional staff to work
over a five day, all-day period rather than spreading their load
across a 13 week teaching semester. We are currently examining
ways in which some of our larger print journalism subjects (with
enrolments of 120) might adopt a modified approach.•

Figure 1
Processing framework for problem-based tutorials

Questions

Prompts

1. Are you clear about what appears to be:
(a) The central question or problem?
(b) The questions or problems most closelyrelated?

•
•

Identify cues
Analyse the data

2. How is the question or problem best formulated
(from analysis of the data)?

•
•

Write down and define suggestions.
Review these as they relate to the overall
learning material.

3. (a) What ideas do you have about the nature of
the question or problem. how it might have
arisen, how important it is etc?
(b) What do you already know that might help
you to deal with the question or problem?

•
•

List your tentative responses
Which are the most likely responses?

4. What do you need to learn that might improve
how you deal with the questions or problems in
order to confirm or reject possible solutions?

•

List learning needs

5. Where might you find what you need to learn?

•

Identify possible sources-primary, secondary
etc
Library videos, people, experience etc

•
6. How will you best organise yourselves to
discover what you need to learn?

•

•

•

Determine resources to be pursued
Plan your group's activities for self-directed
learning
Decide how you will share this information
with your group
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Figure 2
Assessment Criteria-group reflective summary

Assessment criteria
1- Application of theories and concepts
• Clearly describes the circumstances of the chosen
story.
Demonstrates
an understanding of the concepts
•
outlined.
Evaluation
of the relationship of journalistic practices
•
with the creation of knowledge.
Relationship
to issues of power, social structure,
•
culture, behaviour.

Level of achievement
High
Low
Medium

2. Use of a variety of resources

•
•

Uses and integrates a range of resources which reflects
the identified concepts.
Appropriate acknowledgment of sources.

3. Communication skills

•

•
•

Presents the material organised in an appropriate
format paying particular attention to consistent
referencing, spelling, punctuation and grammatical
construction.
Use of a clear, fluent style.
Imaginative and creative approach.

4. Contribution to group learning

•

Discussion which reflects on the extent to which
members of your group has obtained, shared and used
information,

5. Self assessment

•

Ability to self-assess work.
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Figure 3
Assessment Criteria-reporting and writing

Note: Significant inaccuracies will result in a failing mark

Assessment criteria
ldgment
Appropriate for chosen audience
Social, political, cultural context
Awareness of journalistic responsibility
Aoorooriate sources
eporting practices
Appropriate level of research
Use of primary sources
Use of secondary sources
{riting skills

Grammar
Spelling
Punctuation
Appropriate style for chosen genre
Appropriate attribution of sources
Variety of vocabulary
Use of appropriate literary devices
larrative structure
Effective introduction
Logical flow of ideas and information
Imagination and creativity
Coherence and cohesion throughout
'rltical analysis
Appropriate backgrounding
Relationship to current affairs
Evaluation and interpretation of information
.ccuracy and fairness
Legal and ethical issues
Key names and places
Key points emphasised
elf-assessment
Ability to self-evaluate practices

Level of achievement
Hi2h
Medium
Low
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